Context
of the population is aged 10-19. 3 While few studies have been conducted on the attitudes and behaviors that influence sexual initiation among Latin American adolescents, 4 considerable research is available on different socioeconomic and racial groups in the United States. Differences in sexual initiation by age and gender are consistent and well documented in both populations: The likelihood of first intercourse rises with age, and males have their first sexual experience substantially earlier than females. 5 Studies have shown that socioeconomic factors are significant determinants of sexual initiation; for example, research conducted in the United States has shown that youths living in a single-parent household (usually with the father absent) are at increased risk of early initiation of sexual intercourse. 6 Furthermore, a study conducted in Peru showed that adolescent women who did not reside with their biological mother were at greater risk than those who did of early sexual onset and early parenthood. 7 Other structural, environmental and individual characteristics, such as religiousness, have been shown to delay first premarital intercourse in Chile, even when household structure and other *The project was implemented by the Medical Center for Adolescent Reproductive Health Services (CEMERA) of the University of Chile, in coordination with the municipal board of education, and received financial support from the University of Chile and the Ford Foundation. †For a more detailed description of the Baltimore, USA, Self-Center Project and its evaluation, see Zabin LS et al., Adolescent pregnancy-prevention program: a model for research and evaluation, Journal of Adolescent Health Care, 1986, 7(2):77-87.
Gender Differences in Factors Influencing First Intercourse Among Urban Students in Chile
By Nancy J. Murray, Laurie S. Zabin, Virginia Toledo-Dreves and Ximena Luengo-Charath L atin American policymakers and health practitioners have become increasingly concerned about the demographic and social impact of adolescent sexuality and fertility, since increasing proportions of adolescents have engaged in premarital sex, often resulting in out-ofwedlock pregnancy. 1 In the 1980s, about half of all children born to adolescents in selected Latin American and Caribbean countries for which data are available either were born out-of-wedlock, were premaritally conceived or were born within one year of their mothers' having entered a union; in addition, since fertility has fallen among older women while age at marriage has risen, out-of-wedlock fertility among adolescents represents a growing proportion of total fertility. 2 The current age structure of Latin America further compounds the problem, since nearly 20% background factors are controlled for. 8 The Young Adult Reproductive Health Surveys, sponsored by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and conducted in several Latin American countries, have documented trends in sexual initiation and contraceptive use.
9 While the median age at first intercourse among 15-19-year-old women, for example, has actually increased in some Latin American countries, the age at first coitus is lower among Chilean women than among those from many other countries in the region.
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In this article, we examine Chilean data from a detailed evaluation of a sex education program in public schools in the capital, Santiago de Chile. 11 We analyze factors significantly associated with early sexual initiation, as documented in the U.S. and Latin American literature, among a sample of middle school and high school students from neighborhoods of low socioeconomic status in Santiago.
Data and Methods
The data come from a baseline survey used to evaluate a sex education and reproductive health services intervention program.* The intervention and the evaluation instruments were modeled on a program called the Self-Center Project, which was originally implemented in Baltimore, MD, USA, in 1981 -1984 A total of 4,248 students aged 11-19 from grades seven through 12 (2,223 males and 2,025 females) completed self-administered baseline surveys in March 1994, before the project began. The response rate among students who were present on the day of the survey was 98%. All students, irrespective of their age, sex or grade, responded to identical questionaires. The baseline surveys collected data on a variety of variables hypothesized to be associated with early intercourse-family structure, religiousness (measured by a scale denoting the num-priate even when a couple has just met).
Finally, the students provided information on their current relationship, on their perception of peers' sexual experience and on how they would react if they (or their partner) were to become pregnant in the next six months. We analyzed all of these data separately for males and females.
We first conducted bivariate analyses of the proportions who had ever had sex, by each of the characteristics. We then constructed five separate multivariate logistic regression models, each controlling for age, using the variables found to be significant in the bivariate analysis or deemed theoretically important in explaining when adolescents begin sexual activity. Then, as an intermediary step, we assembled a full multivariate model using only those variables significantly associated with first intercourse (plus the constant control for age) in the five individual models. Finally, to obtain the most parsimonious fit, we constructed a final reduced model, which included only those variables significantly associated with sexual initiation from the intermediary full model, as well as the controls for age.
Dummy variables were created to ensure that at least 95% of the sample was included in all multivariate analyses, and to test for differences between respondents who provided data and those who were "missing" on certain variables. For each variable for which more than 5% of the sample did not provide data, the missing were recoded to one, and those who answered the question were coded zero. Thus, if a dummy variable proved to be significant, respondents who were missing data on that variable differed significantly in sexual initiation from those who supplied data. By including the dummy, the main effects of the variable (e.g., among those who provided data) are given, controlling for the effects of missing data.
Findings
Fairly low proportions of the Santiago students reported ever having had sexual intercourse-21% of the young women and 36% of the young men.
† The young ber of times a respondent attended services monthly), academic performance (numerical grade-point average*), and participation in risk behaviors (ever having smoked tobacco, drunk beer or wine, or used marijuana).
Students also responded to items on their attitudes toward sexuality and childbearing, including the ideal age to first have intercourse, the ideal age for having children and perceived obstacles posed by early parenthood. (The responses to this item, which were not mutually exclusive, were that early parenthood is expensive and that it creates difficulties for finishing school, for going to college, for marrying and for finding a job.)
The adolescents answered an item on the ideal circumstances under which one should first have intercourse (i.e., that a couple should be married, be engaged, be dating steadily, be dating often, be dating occasionally or have just recently met). For this item, we created a scale by coding responses from one to six, according to the relationship at which coitus was deemed acceptable, with one being the most traditional (sex is appropriate only within marriage) and six being the most liberal (sex is approwomen first had sex at a median of 15.0 years, while young men first did so approximately one year earlier (median of 14.0). Figure 1 shows that, as would be expected, the proportion of male and female respondents who had ever had sex rises with time-from about 10% of males and about 5% of females aged 13 or younger, to around 70% and 35% of 18-19-year-old males and females, respectively. Interestingly, while a higher percentage of males than females in every age-group had ever had sex, the curves diverged more widely by gender from age 16 through ages 18-19, due to a leveling off in the percentage sexually experienced among females but not among males.
Bivariate Analyses
Approximately 26% of the young men and 30% of the young women reported that their father was absent from their home (Table 1) ; males whose father was absent were slightly more likely than those whose father was present to have started sexual activity (40% vs. 35%), but this difference was not statistically significant. Among young women, the percentage who had ever had sex was significantly higher (p<.05) for those whose father was absent than for those who lived with their father (28% vs. 18%). ‡ Nearly 62% of the young women's mothers and 51% of the young men's mothers had less than a high school education (not shown); the mother's educational level was not related to adolescent sexual initiation.
For both sexes, frequency of church attendance was significantly (p<.05) associated with sexual initiation in the bivariate analysis: Santiago students who never went to services or did so infrequently were much more likely to have ever had sex than were those who attended services more frequently. Academic achievement was also associated with sexual initiation among both sexes, as students with a lower grade-point average were significantly (p<.001) more likely to have initiated sex than were those with a higher grade-point average.
Females gave a higher ideal age than males for first intercourse to occur (which is reflected in the higher actual median ages at first intercourse among the women in the sample). For example, 74% of the young women, but only 53% of the young men, thought a woman should be at least 19 years old before she has sex. For both genders, students who considered younger ages to be ideal were significantly (p<.001) more likely to have ever had sex.
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*The academic grading scale in Chile ranges from 1.0 to 7.0. A mark below 4.0 represents a failing grade, and students are retained in the same grade the following year if they receive a grade of 4.0 or below. †These data for 11-19-year-olds in 1994 are fairly similar to those for 15-19-year-olds from the Santiago Young Adult Reproductive Health Survey, conducted in Santiago in 1988. For example, that survey showed that 19% of 15-19-year-old women and 48% of 15-19-year-old men had ever had sex (see: Herold JM et al., 1992, reference 10). As the school-based sample included 11-14-year-olds as well as those aged 15-19, we would expect these proportions to be somewhat lower. ‡A much lower proportion (10% of all students, male and female) said their mother was absent from the home. The mother's absence from the home was not significantly associated with age at first intercourse. survey, the current relationship was significantly (p<.05) associated with the likelihood of sexual initiation among both sexes. For example, only 26% of male students who were not dating steadily had ever had sex, compared with 58% of those who were; the comparable proportions among females were 11% and 34%, respectively. Approximately 29% of the men and 21% of the women believed that all or most of their friends had ever had sex. The perception of peers' sexual experience was significantly associated with the students' Young women were more traditional than young men in their responses on the circumstances under which first intercourse is appropriate: Fewer women than men considered sex appropriate when partners are going steady, are dating or have just met (53% vs. 31%). Despite these overall differences by gender, both men and women were significantly (p<.001) more likely to have ever had sex if their responses were more liberal.
Although females were more likely than males to be going steady at the time of the own sexual history: Just 31% of the young men who said that few or none of their friends were sexually experienced had ever had sex, compared with 76% of those who believed that most or all of their friends had had sex. The same trend was apparent among women (i.e., 15% of those who said that none or some of their peers had had sex were sexually experienced, compared with 51% of those who said that most or all of their friends had ever had sex).
Even though 93% of the young women and 81% of the men said they would be the lowest and the highest ideal ages. In response to items on the perceived obstacles that early parenthood might present, high proportions of all respondents felt it would make it difficult for them to finish school. Only about one-third overall felt that becoming a parent while they were in high school would make it difficult to marry. Women were more likely than men to feel that parenthood would make employment harder to obtain.
The proportions of women who were sexually active differed significantly by beliefs about the effect of early parenthood on education: Women who considered parenthood an important obstacle to finishing high school or entering college were significantly less likely than those who did not to have ever had sex. Young women who believed that early parenthood made it difficult to marry and to get a job were also significantly less likely than the others to have ever had intercourse. Among young men, the only significant differences in the proportions who had ever had intercourse were by the belief that early parenthood makes it hard to finish school and by the belief that it would make getting a job difficult.
Responses to questions on whether students had ever smoked cigarettes, drank beer or wine, or used marijuana indicated that sexual activity was significantly more likely to have occurred if respondents had ever used any of these three substances. Furthermore, among both men and women, the association between sexual behavior and substance use was more significant for alcohol use than for cigarette smoking, and even more so for drug use. upset about a pregnancy (not shown), there were significant differences in the proportions who had ever had sex by their attitudes toward pregnancy. Among female students, 19% who said they would be upset by a pregnancy in the next six months had ever had sex, compared with 34% of those who said they would not be unhappy; although the difference was smaller among males (35% who said they would be upset by a partner's pregnancy had ever had sex, compared with 42% who said a pregnancy would be fine with them), it was still statistically significant.
No clear pattern emerged among the young women regarding the association between the ideal age (for women and men) to have children and sexual experience. Among men, however, there was a significant association between these variables, although the trend seemed to be bimodal rather than linear, since the highest proportions that were sexually active were among the respondents who gave Table 2 presents the results of the five individual multivariate logistic regressions (left-hand columns). (Each of the individual models included a control for the effects of age.) In the analysis for the effect of structural and contextual factors only, each additional year of age increased the odds of having ever had sex by relatively similar magnitudes for both males (odds ratio of 1.6) and females (1.5). More religious males and females were less likely to have ever had sex, as were those with a higher grade-point average. However, while the father's presence in the home lessened the probability of sexual initiation for women, it had no effect among young men, once other contextual variables were included in the model. Moreover, the respondent's mother's education was not significantly associated with the likelihood of first sex for either gender.
Individual Multivariate Models
In the analysis that pooled the variables on attitudes toward sex, respondents with more liberal attitudes (i.e., higher scores on the appropriateness of sexual activity) had a significantly elevated likelihood of sexual initiation. Young women who believed that females should begin sexual activity at older ages were significantly less likely to have initiated sex themselves, but there was no association between sexual initiation and young women's perception of the ideal age for men to begin having sex. A comparable result was seen among young men (with their perception of men's ideal age to begin sexual activity having a protective effect, but their perception of the ideal age for women to begin having no significant effect). The dummy variable for missing data on ideal age at first sex for women was significant among women, meaning that women who did not supply data on this variable were significantly different from those who did.
The analysis that looked at the effects of social relations indicated that age, the type of relationship students were in at the time of the interview and whether they thought their peers were sexually active all had significant effects on the likelihood of sexual initiation: Those who were older, who were going steady or who believed that all or most of their friends were sexually active had greatly increased odds of ever having had sex. However, the dummy variables for missing data on the respondents' perception of their peers' sexual activity were statistically significant for female respondents, and nearly onequarter of female respondents did not answer this question.
In the analysis of the combined effects ship, their perception of peers' sexual experience, their belief that early parenthood makes employment hard to obtain, and the risk behaviors of ever having smoked and ever having used marijuana. All of these significant variables increased the odds of having had intercourse, except for ideal age at first sex and perceiving that parenthood affects employment. Moreover, the dummy variables for missing data were significant for the ideal age for initiating sex, for the perception that early parenthood makes it difficult to get a job and for friends' sexual experience.
•Women. The results for women from the final reduced model indicate that two of the three significant contextual variables retained their importance in the presence of all other variables: High academic achievement and the father's presence in the home both significantly decreased the likelihood of sexual initiation among females. However, the effect of religiousness did not remain significant in the final model. While all of the sexual attitudes and relationship variables that significantly predicted sexual initiation among women in the individual models remained significant in the final model, none of the three attitudes toward parenthood or early pregnancy continued to be significant. In addition, while ever having smoked no longer significantly predicted sexual initiation among women in the final model, the alcohol and marijuana use variables remained significant. The dummy variable for missing data was significant for the variable on the ideal age for initiating sex.
Discussion and Conclusions
Our data on Chilean students confirm many of the same factors associated with initiation of sexual intercourse in the U.S. The final reduced multidimensional model, which included a wide range of contextual, social, attitudinal and behavioral factors, captured many important elements associated with sexual initiation among young men and women.
Among the young men, however, the initial importance of the contextual variables of academic performance and religiousness was no longer significant when the four other dimensions were added. Among the young women, academic performance and the presence of the father in the home still independently affected the likelihood of sexual initiation, once the other dimensions were added.
Although the women in the sample held more conservative sexual attitudes than the men, participated less in risky behaviors and were less likely to be sexually acof attitudes toward pregnancy and early parenthood, the respondents' proposed ideal ages for men and women to have a child were not significantly associated with sexual initiation. Surprisingly, women who believed that early parenthood would be expensive were significantly more likely to have ever had intercourse, an association that did not appear in the bivariate analyses. Among women, the belief that becoming a parent in high school would make marriage difficult was the only attitude significant in the bivariate analysis that remained so in the individual multivariate model assessing the effect of attitudes toward early parenthood. Among men, only the perception that becoming a parent now would make obtaining a job difficult remained significantly associated with sexual initiation. Moreover, the variable denoting happiness with a pregnancy within six months significantly increased the likelihood of sexual experience only among women.
Finally, in the individual multivariate analysis that examined the effects of risk behaviors, the results were nearly identical to those from the bivariate analyses: For both males and females, ever use of tobacco, alcohol or marijuana significantly increased the odds of sexual initiation.
Intermediary and Final Models
In an intermediary full model (not shown), we combined all of the significant variables from the individual models. In this analysis, in which age was included only once, religiousness lost its significance as a predictor of early sexual initiation for both males and females in the presence of the significant variables from the other inidividual models. Moreover, grade-point average and drinking alcohol lost significance in determining the likelihood of first intercourse among males, while smoking was no longer a significant determinant among females. Only one attitudinal variable toward early parenthood remained significant among males (difficulty getting a job), but none of the attitudinal variables retained significance in the intermediary model among females.
As mentioned earlier, those variables that lost significance in the intermediary model were omitted from the final, reduced model. Thus, the right-hand columns in Table 2 present only the odds ratios and significance levels for this final, reduced set of variables.
•Men. The variables that were significant in the final reduced multivariate model among men were age, attitudes about the type of relationship in which sex is okay, the perception of the ideal age for men to initiate intercourse, their current relationtive, the associations between all of these factors and initiation of sexual intercourse was strikingly similar among both sexes. This held true in a social setting in which men are widely believed to hold "macho" attitudes. 12 Our findings of similar associations for men and women echo the qualitative work of Sharim and colleagues, 13 who described a lessening of the traditionally wide breach between male and female sexuality in Latin America, with the "sentimentalization of male sexuality" and the "erotization" of female sexuality.
While our analysis did not rely on a random sample, the findings are consistent with those of representative studies of national and urban Latin American adolescents; as in those surveys, we found that lower proportions of young women than young men have ever had sex, and that women initiate sex at an older median age than do men.
Surveying young people in a school setting permitted a much more detailed analysis of factors related to sexual initiation than is usually possible in census or demographic and health surveys. Although the receipt of a full secondary education is less than universal in Latin America, substantial proportions of adolescents do attend secondary school in Chile, particularly in urban areas.* Future research with household-based adolescent samples in Latin America should explore why family environment seems to affect sexual initiation more for female adolescents than for male adolescents.
The effects of peer relationships also need to be characterized further. The survey instrument only assessed respondents' perceptions of peers' sexual experience. Thus, because the data are cross-sectional, we could not determine causality-that is, whether once students initiate sexual activity, they tend to associate with others whom they perceive to be sexually active also, or whether peers who are sexually active pressure friends to start having sex, or both. Likewise, it is impossible to assess the direction of significant associations between ideal age and first sex, and appropriate relationship circumstances and first sex (that is, whether sexual experience shapes attitudes, or whether attitudes shape sexual experience).
Shifts in adolescent sexuality reflect changes in culturally prescribed norms of *Levels of secondary-school enrollment in Chile are the second-highest in South America, surpassed only by those in Argentina: Among Chileans of high school age, 70% of males and 75% of females, respectively, are enrolled in school. These proportions are far higher than the average for the nations of Central America (51-52%). International Family Planning Perspectives, 1988, 14(4):153-158; and --, 1994, op. cit 
Resumen
Contexto: Si bien muchas encuestas han documentado las tendencias de la sexualidad y fecundidad entre adolescentes latinoamericafamily formation and pathways to adulthood, and social institutions must respond accordingly to such changes. In many Latin American countries, changes in the roles and opportunities available to women, and changes in social norms regarding the transition to adulthood-including the increasing incidence of premarital sex and of early family formation-imply that large cohorts of adolescents will exhibit new educational and health needs.
The ways in which individuals accomplish their transitions to adulthood have long-term consequences. Early initiation of sexual intercourse increases exposure to pregnancy, either prompting adolescents to marry early (with the attendant higher probabilities of separation and marital dissolution) or to become single parents, which often leads to truncated education and to economic vulnerability. Moreover, the effects of single parenthood continue in the next generation: Our data show that living with one's mother onlyas defined by the variable father's absence from the home-was significantly associated with early sexual initiation among female adolescents, although not among male adolescents. Gaining an understanding of patterns in and determinants of the transition to first intercourse can help policymakers develop means of lessening the potential negative outcomes of adolescent sexual activity or of channeling behavior in more productive ways.
The fairly young age at sexual initiation among the 11-19-year-olds in our sample who had ever had intercourse presents a compelling argument for providing explicit, comprehensive sex education before the secondary-school level, especially because the most vulnerable segments of the population leave school at early ages in many countries in Latin America. Sex education and access to contraception need to be facilitated through institutions to reach those young people who are no longer in school. Sex education curricula should take into account the importance of attitudes toward sexuality (which we found to be associated with sexual initiation) and help students examine the implications of their own attitudes and behaviors.
Our finding that males' and females' sexual attitudes are significantly associated with their sexual behavior could facilitate instruction in the school setting. While school systems can hardly be expected to target students with the characteristics or attitudes shown to predict sexual initiation in our analysis, sex educators who develop curricula and professionals who work with adolescents in the 
